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Stepping Stones to Enlightenment

Universal Correlates of Consciousness

Steve Deiss, UCSD, Neurobiology (deiss@appliedneuro.com)
1. Mechanisms do not allow for consciousness in explanation (Occam’s Razor).

Most scientists are in denial about this problem thinking it will just solve itself.

Mechanistic thinking follows from presumption of causal laws of nature.

2. Working definition of consciousness:  The (universal) process of interpreting qualitative sensations and storing the resulting meaning in memory (state) for use in future behavior.  This definition, as we will see, explains the hardness of the hard problem and offers a solution.  We have intuitive understanding of what it is like to sense qualia, colors, sounds etc.  This thesis builds upon that. 
3. The concept of meaning is important in understanding consciousness.  Whether it is traffic signs, words, poems, literature, relationships, events or anything else, the meaning consists in the expectations we have in the context in which the above occur.  This is the

basis for a semiotics that is centered on cognitive science and cognitive linguistics.

4. Understanding is a future oriented set of expectations that allows making predictions and

      operational definitions.  Explanations are more backward looking seeking to excavate a


set of circumstances that should have predicted an event.  Both are about meaning by way 

of prediction.

5. Sensations trigger expectations through associative memory.  An integrated set of 

expectations is an interpretation that provides understanding and the basis of explanation.

Memories activated, and associations have a look and feel of their own.  They are 

secondary sensations.  Sensations therefore explode by associative inference into a 

widening circle that is partly self-limiting, and partly limited by new sensations.

      6.  Once we are able to find an integrated internally consistent set of expectations, it becomes 

           the interpretation of our qualitative sensations.  This integrated set of expectations is a   

           theory of what our sensations mean.  It is what we perceive and is made out of driven and 

           inferred sensations.  It is our reality!  It enables decision and action in the future.

7. We have so many and such active associative memory that our sensations are often 

      primed and sometimes suppressed by the memory associations they encounter.

8. On “The Road to Reality” we sense, we recognize, we associate, and we interpret to get 

      our perceived theory of reality.  But theory is as far as we will ever get.  Some take this 

epistemological limit to mean that only sensations in the now are real (e.g. some neutral monists).  The rest is derived.  However, we need to believe a theory of reality at least tentatively to survive.  Some theorists and some mystics think they grasp ultimate reality in an intuition.  However, it remains a theory however well it predicts observations, which are themselves more theories of what is out there in support of the theory.

9. Qualia are not properties of things we perceive.  Things we perceive are interpretations of qualia.  (It’s the Epistemology, Stupid!)
10. Perceptions are hypotheses, however vivid.  If not, why don’t we see ‘physical reality.’
11. Therefore experimentalists are theorists by nature.  
12. In the same way we infer real things beyond our bundles of sensations, we infer causal   

      necessity from the systematic way things interact in sequences, and we then infer laws.

13. That pair of inferences combined with our illusion of selfhood and freedom of choice 

            makes us believe there is a gap between senseless mechanical systems and our sentience.

14. Things happen systematically because the systems of nature just are systematic.  They only change in recursively defined constrained ways.  Otherwise all would be helter-skelter, there would be no phenomena to observe, and no observers with memory.

15. For humans with brains, it is pretty obvious that memory has a lot to do with our modes 

            of consciousness.  We usually can remember things we were conscious of for a while, 

            maybe for a lifetime.  However, things that we never noticed, slept through, or occurred 

            when we were in deep anesthesia do not get to memory. 

16. Neuroscience finds synaptic plasticity creates memory (STDP via NMDA receptors).
Neuromorphic emulations (S. Deiss), and network simulations suggest synaptic changes modulated by dopamine can account for conditioning and fast learning.  (E. Izhikevich.)
17. One hypothesis offered here is that for brains, things that do not trigger memory plasticity for learning are not conscious.  Similar to the proposals of Hans Flohr.  

18. All systems have some kinds of state, behave with certain degrees of freedom, and are  

            responsive to certain classes of environmental input.  We capture this in one equation.
19. UNCC Systems:  <Xs ,Xb> = fc (recent state, recent input, recent behavior).  State and 
            behavior evolution follow from interpretation of previous state, behavior and input.
20. This function represents the interpretation process familiar to us with brains, but it also 
      includes the simpler forms of state evolution we see in the most elementary systems.


The unusual claim here is that there is sensation involved when these systems interact


with their input/environment, that they reflect on their state variables to decide what to


do, and they have some experience when they store the interpretation of what they did. 

21. This does not mean that they have the same sort of rich experience we have, nor that they  
 have a sense of self, nor that they have an ego like we interpret ourselves to have.  It just   

 means they have minimal sensation, they have memory state and they use it to interpret 
 their new state as the  meaning of what they did on the basis of old state.  That is consciousness.  We are not aware of how we interpret and remember, nor are they.

22.  The human self is an interpretive story we tell based upon a private memory history.

 It is like a bundle of memories and habits woven into a heroic tale.  We are storytellers.
23.  The human ego is an interpretation we give to our actions which makes adaptive 
       behavior more likely by virtue of knowing where to assign credit for successes and   

       failures.  Without the pretense of ego, we would not know who to blame or praise.
24.  Intentionality, the aboutness of our experience, comes from the fact that we go beyond 

 our sensations every time we interpret them as real external objects, situations, etc.
25.  When we think about a prior experience, we use memory recursively.  That’s HOT.
 Memory is quick, and we can deceive ourselves to believe we are doing both at once.

26.  Reflective awareness is a higher order thought and the inference that it is localized to an 

 individual consciousness that possesses all such thoughts.

27. The everyday conscious process involves associatively exploring futures fraught with 
       uncertainties, fears, and decisions to be made.  This is stressful and a form of suffering as 

       the Buddhists say.  Meditation (especially MBSR) is a means to alleviate such anxiety.

28.  Eliminative Skepticism promoted here is the view that we should remain mindful of the

       primacy of the qualities of experience in whatever we can know.  Everything else we 

       might know requires a theoretical interpretation.  Any metaphysics is a theory of as if.

29.  A hypothesis for all systems is that behavior comes first based upon prior state.  New 

 state comes along second to update memory with the interpretation that enables future 

 credit assignment.  Otherwise there is a seldom acknowledged chicken-and-egg problem.
30. We sense the inertia in ourselves.  We know that a lot has to happen to make a decision 

and get the whole carcass going in one direction at the same time.  This is partly an orchestration problem.  Orchestration, a collective harmony among active parts, is a form of sync.  When we understand sync, we will have a greater understanding of how we act out, and how we arrive at an integrated interpretation of what we did to add to our memory.  Any kind of self organization in nature requires sync.  Entropy is the opposite.
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